Introduction
The Middle East in the second half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century witnessed several significant economic and social changes, one of which was the emergence in the Ottoman Empire and Iran 1 of small groups of Muslim big merchants (tujj¸r) 2 who became economic entrepreneurs 3 and as such contrib-* I am grateful to Professor Butrus Abu-Manneh and Professor Timur Kuran for their significant comments. I am also indebted to Professor Dr. Manfred Saur, Dr. Onn Winckler, Dr. Fruma Zachs, Ms. Nira Azkiel (Gabay) and Mr. Eran Segal for their help with this research. Earlier versions and parts of this study were presented in several conferences and lectures: "The Syrian Land in the 18th and 19th Century," Friedrich-Alexander-Un iversität, Erlangen, July 1995; The First AnkaraHaifa Conference, Ankara University, October 1999; Conference in memory of Professor Alfred Bonné, The Hebrew University, Jerusalem, December 1999; The Ben Zvi and Netzer Memorial Lecture, Tel Aviv University, November 2001. Participants in these events made useful comments, and I thank all of them.
1 The regions discussed in this study include Anatolia, the Fertile Crescent, Arabia, Iran, Egypt and Sudan.
2 The term tujj¸r (sing. t¸jir) denotes merchants who were mainly engaged in the import/export trade and in the wholesale trade. These big merchants stood at the very top of the ladder of the commercial community. What distinguished the tujj¸r from other local groups that lived on commerce was the scope of their enterprises and hence their sizable incomes and profits. They were the only local group within the Muslim communities of the second half of the nineteenth century that possessed large sums of liquid assets. This enabled them to initiate new economic enterprises. Both Muslim and non-Muslim communities in the Ottoman Empire, Iran and Egypt referred to these big businessmen by the title tujj¸r. In the Arab lands the term occasionally referred to retail traders as well.
3 I use the term entrepreneur in this study in the Schumpeterian sense: entrepreneur as innovator in one or more of the following areas: new goods, new method/s of production, new market/s, new source/s of raw material, and new in-gad g. gilbar uted significantly to economic growth and modernization in the regions where they operated.
The unprecedented increase in the volume and value of foreign trade in the Middle East during this period 4 was engendered entirely by the private sector. The Ottoman authorities in Anatolia and the Fertile Crescent, and the Q¸j¸r rulers in Iran showed little interest in the growth of foreign trade, their involvement in this sector being limited to the supervision of goods permitted to be imported and exported, and to the collection of customs duties and other imposts. 5 One result was that most of the profits derived from transactions in foreign trade went to the private sector, namely local and foreign big merchants. Just how large these profits were requires additional research. Still, the few studies that focus on the role and performance of the big merchants in several major trading 4 The late 1860s mark the beginning of the rapid growth in economic integration between the western and central European economics and the colonial world (the "first globalization"). At the core of this process, which lasted until the outbreak of the First World War, was an unprecedented increase in both the volume and value of foreign trade. Thus, for example, total exports of 12 west and central European countries grew from 30.4 billion US dollars in 1870 to 119.5 billion US dollars in 1913 (both figures in 1990 prices). Britain's exports rose from 12.2 to 39.3 billion US dollars and France's from 3.5 to 11.3 billion US dollars (all figures in 1990 prices). Middle Eastern economies were involved in this process. European Capitalism, 1820 -1913 , Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987 , pp. 18-40, 148-67. Cf. Roger Owen, The Middle East in the World Economy, 1800 -1914 , London: Methuen, 1981 Studies, 12 (1978) , pp. 317-18 (hereafter: Gilbar, "Persian Agriculture" ); Fattah, "The Politics of Grain Trade in Iraq, c. 1840 -1917 ," New Perspectives on Turkey, 5-6 (1991 , pp. 162-63 (hereafter: Fattah, "Politics of Grain"); Charles Issawi, Cross-Cultural Encounters and Conflicts, New York: Oxford University Press, 1998, pp. 91-92.
